Small Group Discussion Exercise: Arab Family 

Question #1

In any discussion about the institution of ‘family’ in the Arab world a number of key concepts and terms are used, namely: nuclear family, extended family, conjugal family, and patrilineal. What do each of these terms mean and in what contexts are they used in the readings?

Question #2

One of the most common Arabic words for family is ahl. How is this term understood in Arab culture and what is its range of meaning? Does it connote the same thing as the English word ‘family’?

Question #3

What are some of the characteristics of the institution of the ‘extended family’ in the Arab world? How is it structured and what are its main advantages (or disadvantages)? Are there certain environmental factors which contribute to the sustained presence of such a system in the Arab world?

Question #4

The notion of ‘family honor’ or ‘reputation’ is often cited as being a characteristic particular to the ‘Arab family’. What exactly does this notion entail and how or in what ways is it expressed? Is there an analogous concept in western family systems? Why or why not?

Question #5

It is commonly believed that a shift from the ‘extended family’ to the ‘nuclear family’ is precipitated by urbanization, industrialization and modernization. Is this a fair attribution? Do we see evidence of such shifts in contemporary attitudes towards the notion of ‘family’ in the Arab world? What would be some examples for or against this?

Question #6

How are the ‘realities of everyday life’ changing the way in which the institution of ‘family’ in the Arab world is understood? What are the main factors contributing to such changes and how are they expressed? Be specific.

Question #7

In the late 19th century an influential Egyptian writer Qasim Amin published a book entitled “The Liberation of Women” in which he argued that Arab-Islamic society could only be strengthened through the revitalization of the ‘family’ and that this revitalization necessitated the improvement of the status of women in Arab-Islamic society. Based on this brief characterization what do you think he was getting at? 

Question #8

If you were asked to describe the stereotypical ‘Arab family’ how would you go about constructing your response? What roles are involved and who is responsible for what? How does the family, as a unit of social organization, express Arab cultural values? What is the role of the family in terms of individual identity?

Question #9

During the colonial period the institution of the ‘family’ in the Arab world became a particularly important issue. In short, people were generally more ‘sensitized’ and ‘aware’ of the ‘family unit’ than ever before. Why did this occur and what were some of the ways in which this focus on family was expressed? Be specific.

Question #10

It is often said that in Arab societies the basic unit of social identity is that of the ‘family’ whereas in western societies it is that of the ‘individual’. Is this a fair or accurate statement? Can you cite evidence for or against it? Where do such characterizations come from and what do they tell us about differences in cultural values and social systems?   

Question #11

In her article on family and ethic identity in a particular segment of Dearborn’s Arab-American community Kristine Ajrouch cites a number of examples of how a distinct sense of ‘Arab’ identity is maintained. What are some of these social processes and how are they articulated? What are some of the ways in which second generation Arab-American youth navigate this hybrid identity?  

Question #12

So far this term we have discussed a number of things which contribute to an overall ‘Arab’ identity. Can we consider the institution of ‘family’ to be a part of Arab identity? Why or why not? How can we situate this amongst the other aspects of identity we have discussed so far?

